Frequent presence of neuroendocrine small cells in thymic carcinoma: a light microscopic and immunohistochemical study.
Neuroendocrine differentiation has been described in conventional carcinomas of various organs. Small cells postulated to be neuroendocrine cells were observed previously in some thymic carcinomas. This study was conducted to confirm and characterize the presence of neuroendocrine small cells in thymic carcinomas by light microscopy and immunohistochemistry. Twenty-two thymic carcinomas were studied by light microscopy to detect the presence of small neuroendocrine-like cells. They were found in four of 10 squamous cell carcinomas (SCC) and seven of eight adenosquamous carcinomas (ASC). No small cells were observed in three lymphoepithelioma-like carcinomas (LELC) and one adenocarcinoma. The small cells were located within the tumour nests and constituted less than 1% of the entire tumour. In one case, small cells also extended outside the tumour nests. Rosette formation was seen in three cases. They were proved to be neuroendocrine cells by their immunoreactivity to neuron-specific enolase, chromogranin A, and/or synaptophysin. A few scattered neuroendocrine small cells were found only by immunohistochemistry in one case each of SCC, ASC, and LELC. The small cells were also strongly positive for cytokeratin (CK) 8 and CK18 but negative for CK19 and CK20. The predominant carcinoma cells other than the neuroendocrine small cells also displayed neuroendocrine markers in 68% of the cases studied. Neuroendocrine small cells can be recognized by light microscopic examination in approximately 61% of thymic SCC and ASC. Neuroendocrine markers, CK8 and CK18 can aid in confirming their presence. The neuroendocrine small cells present in thymic carcinomas are different from the main carcinoma cells displaying immunohistochemical neuroendocrine markers. The presence of neuroendocrine small cells could be an useful marker for the differentiation of thymic carcinomas from thymomas and carcinomas of other sites.